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Abstract: The developing topic of NeuroELT (Neuroscience and English Language 
Teaching) is an area of research that has the possibility to inform ELT practitioners 
with an exciting pedagogy, which could further enhance their teaching 
repertoire.  Most instructors may attempt to provide learning environments that 
include aspects of the teaching and learning construct they felt were lacking when 
they were students, and NeuroELT may be able to provide those missing elements. In 
this discussion, I have attempted to explain how the choices teachers and students are 
presented with can affect learning environments and outcomes; I have endeavoured 
to demonstrate that when tasks or classroom material have meaning and make sense 
to the learners, then long-term storage of information has a higher probability of 
taking place, and how emotions can adversely affect the storage of data. 
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1. Introduction 
 “You cannot recall what you have not stored” (Sousa 2011:47). This quote 
appears to be quite uncomplicated in what it declares, yet its logic can sometimes be 
forgotten by those working and studying in educational establishments. The developing 
topic of NeuroELT (Neuroscience and English Language Teaching) is an area of 
research that has the possibility to inform ELT practitioners with an exciting pedagogy, 
which could further enhance their teaching repertoire. The majority of those who enter 
the teaching profession do so in order to pass on knowledge and skills, or to share 
research findings that may enhance the educational standards of (usually) a younger 
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generation of students. Most instructors may attempt to provide learning environments 
that include aspects of the teaching and learning construct they felt were lacking when 
they were students, and NeuroELT could provide a new angle of thought and practice 
that has the possibility to provide those missing elements. For the purpose of this article, 
a discussion of how choices, sense and meaning, and emotions can affect ELT in 
universities in Japan will follow. 
 
2. Choices 
The choices teachers have determine the decisions they make before, during, and 
after every lesson they teach.  Establishing which language items and how they will be 
taught is critical to the success of both teacher and learner, therefore the appropriate 
pedagogical choices made by the teacher influence the accomplishments of the learners. 
In other words, the choices teachers make have a direct impact on the language 
development of learners, as Goswami (2008:34) suggests, “…successful learning is …. 
dependent on the curriculum and the teacher…”.  Learners, on the other hand, are very 
rarely called upon to give suggestions on what they would be interested in studying 
within topic areas of a curriculum. Rather than being interactive in establishing lesson 
content, the learners are often reactive towards lesson content; they are required to 
respond to what the teacher has decided they might be interested in and what should be 
useful for them, as Dörnyei and Ottó (1988:51) point out, “… in school environments 
most tasks are imposed on the students without involving them in designing their own 
learning schedules or choosing with activities to engage in…”, which could result in 
learners becoming apathetic towards lesson content. This type of apathy rarely inspires 
students to study or to be interested in lesson content. 
 
3. Sense and Meaning 
In order to preclude learner apathy, teachers could compose tasks that develop 
autonomous learning and that have sense and meaning for the students, as Cotterall 
(1995:219) declares, “…learners who are autonomous might take responsibility by 
setting their own goals, planning practice opportunities, or assessing their progress..”. If 
learners are occasionally allowed the freedom to take charge of their learning, they may 
begin to become more independent learners, which could lead to an increase in 
emotional involvement in the learning process. Tasks that encourage learner autonomy 
need to make sense and have meaning to the learners, and be interesting and stimulating 
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enough in order to motivate the learners to complete the tasks. In this instance “sense” 
means how well the learners comprehend material (Sousa and Tomlinson 2011:48), and 
“meaning” is with reference to how much the material “…is relevant to the learner…” 
(ibid). In other words, if learners are able to link the content of new tasks to previous 
learned material (makes sense) and if the information is significant to the learners (has 
meaning), this may result in the new content being stored for future use. In academic 
English programmes in Japanese universities the students may be required to write 
essays of different genres during their freshman year in the interest of preparing them 
for assignments in the following academic years. If the learners have never written an 
essay before, in English or Japanese, asking them to produce a multiple- paragraph 
essay may not make sense or have meaning to the students. It may not make sense as 
they simply do not understand what an essay is, in addition,  it may not have meaning as 
the students are unable to attach importance to the essay nor are they able to associate 
this new data to previously learned material. This could result in frustration and 
disappointment being experienced by both the students and instructors. One solution 
would be to introduce the concept of essay writing through a step-by-step process 
beginning by familiarizing the learners with paragraph writing. This would allow the 
learners time to learn new writing techniques or to recollect memories from their long-
term memory storage areas, if they are accustomed to paragraph writing. Beginning 
with paragraph writing may make more sense to the students as understanding a 
collection of sentences in the form of a paragraph may be more accessible than a 
collection of paragraphs in the form of an essay. It may also be more meaningful, as the 
students may have written paragraphs in Japanese and English during their secondary 
education years. Commencing the students’ tertiary-level education with a familiar 
concept may facilitate the development of a stress-free learning environment, as 
Goswami (2008:44) recognises that, “...efficient learning does not take place when the 
learner is experiencing fear or stress”.  
 
4. Emotions in Learning 
The brain’s primary function is to ensure the longevity of it’s owner. The 
processing of information that the brain perceives as threatening to the survival of the 
individual instantly takes place (Sousa and Tomlinson 2011:20), often to the detriment 
of other cognitive processes that may have been taking place at the same time. The 
powerful emotions of fear and stress may have adverse effects on the learning and 
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memory-storage processes of the brain because, if a student feels emotionally or 
intellectually stressed, any brain activity unrelated to survival ceases (ibid). If this 
feeling of stress is experienced in the classroom, it is possible that any learning  which 
was taking place prior to or at the same time as when those negative feelings occured 
may discontinue as the brain prioritises survival rather than learning. The ELT 
classroom can be a very emotional place for learners. Some students experience a lot of 
stress when studying a foreign language, on the other hand, some students experience 
enjoyment in the same environment. A key consideration for language teachers is that 
most students have more than likely experienced a cornucopia of emotions whilst 
learning another language, which may be reflected in the amount of language anxiety 
students may or may not display. Sousa (2011:48) points out that, “Emotions interact 
with reason to support or inhibit learning”, so strong negative emotions, such as fear 
and stress may impede the acquisition of knowledge, however strong positive emotions, 
such as calmness and security may enhance it.  
 
5. Implications for AEP Classrooms 
ELT instructors realise that it is necessary to create positive learning 
environments in order to facilitate the acquisition of English. To assist with the creation 
and perpetuation of positive emotions, teachers should attempt to develop positivity as 
much as possible. To do this, teachers may need to review the attitude they teach with 
before assessing the attitude learners bring to the classroom, as the emotional 
environment initiated by the teacher may have an impact on the emotional state of the 
learners, as Immordino-Yang and Damasio (2007:3) suggests, “ Any competent teacher 
recognises that emotions and feelings affect student’s performance and learning.” It is 
not uncommon for teachers in Japan to encounter learners who are extremely shy or 
quiet. Teachers may conclude that these students might not be interested in the material 
or the tasks presented to them, however the students displaying this type of behaviour 
may be lacking in self-confidence, so it is important that those students are given extra 
encouragement as “...students must sense that the teacher wants to help them be right 
rather than catch them being wrong” (Sousa 2011:47). Fostering a classroom which 
encourages calmness, confidence, and security, has the potential to result in a place 
where students enjoy learning, as Willis (2008:6) explains, “If learning experiences are 
associated with pleasure…….sensory data will be considered valuable and permitted 
entry into the higher, thinking brain”. It is not sufficient to inform students that new 
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learning is necessary for future events; there needs to be an emotional attachment 
between the learners and material as the feelings experienced by learners in the 
classroom actuates how much consideration they devote to it (Sousa 2011:48).  It is 
clear that positive emotions assist with accepting and remembering new information and 
negative emotions have the opposite effect, so it is the responsibility of the instructor to 
ensure that learners are emotionally secure to optimise the acquisition and storage of 
new data. 
 
6. Learner Interaction 
Deciding which topics make sense and have meaning to the learners can be a 
daunting undertaking, however asking the learners for their topic preferences may assist 
the teacher with narrowing-down the possibilities. Completing an in-class survey would 
demonstrate to the learners that their opinion and choices are valued by the teacher, 
which could have a positive effect on the amount of studying learners do both inside 
and outside of class. Fukuda and Yoshida (2013:38) demonstrate that, “…[a] potential 
motivator or increasing out-of-class study time is giving students choices about what 
type of language or material to study…”.  Some teachers may be reluctant to give that 
type of power to learners; however, trusting the learners to take responsibility for their 
learning may signal to them that their instructor is confident in their ability to make 
worthwhile decisions. Another means of discovering the opinions of the learners could 
be to request post-task feedback. This could be in the form of a casual conversation, a 
controlled question and answer session, or group work. Students may be cautious about 
publicly declaring their opinions, so the answers from the suggestions above may need 
to be in written form as opposed to spoken dialogue. The information garnered from the 
spoken and written dialogues can be used to create materials based on what the learners 
are interested in rather than what they may have an interest in. 
 
7. Time Investment 
Clearly, tasks that promote autonomy in the classroom, that make sense and 
have meaning to the learner, take time to create. It is not a matter of contemplating 
Monday morning’s lesson on a Sunday night; these kinds of tasks require deep thought 
and focus from the teacher, so a whole curriculum based on autonomy, sense, and 
meaning would be a worthwhile investment of time. Sousa and Tomlinson (2011) states 
that tasks that have meaning have a more significant effect on the likelihood of new 
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learning being acquired compared to those that make sense. If learners and teachers 
collaborate when choosing topics and tasks to ensure they have meaning, then there is a 
strong possibility that they will be inclined to be more responsible for their language 
learning and development. If students have been permitted to have an input in the 
planning and execution of materials, they may become more emotionally involved in 
their studies, thus strengthening the likelihood of the information being retained in long-
term storage areas of the brain, as Immordino-Yang and Damasio (2007:9) point out, 
“The more educators come to understand the nature of the relationship between emotion 




 In conclusion, this article has attempted to provide some insight into how 
choices, sense and meaning, and emotions have a direct effect on ELT learners and how 
teachers can use this knowledge to improve English language materials and classroom 
practices.  NeuroELT is a relatively young area of research in the ever-expanding 
domain of English language teaching, but it is hoped that this topic becomes more 
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